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Chairmen Johnson and Murray, Ranking Members Hutchison and Bond, and members of
the Subcommittees, on behalf of our Board of Directors, our President Nan Roman, and our
thousands of partners across the country, I am honored that you have invited the National
Alliance to End Homelessness to testify before you today on addressing the issues of
homeless veterans in America. We are grateful to you for holding this hearing.

Certainly our nation devotes substantial federal resources to the support of veterans, and
most veterans are comfortably housed. This is as it should be. But there is a group of
veterans that have serious housing problems, and tragically there is a large group of veterans
that is homeless. For too long we have tolerated what most everyone agrees should be an
intolerable situation. With veterans now returning from the Middle East, we are in grave
danger of making the same mistakes we made with an earlier generation. Fortunately, this is
a solvable problem and with good federal policy and appropriate resources, we can address it
to scale. We owe our veterans no less.

The National Alliance to End Homelessness is a nonpartisan, nonprofit organization that
was founded in 1983 by a group of leaders deeply disturbed by the appearance of thousands
of Americans living on the streets of our nation. We have committed ourselves to finding



permanent solutions to homelessness. Our bipartisan Board of Directors and our 5,000
nonprofit, faith-based, private and public sector partners across the country devote ourselves
to the affordable housing, access to services, and livable incomes that will end homelessness.
The Alliance is recognized for its organization and dissemination of evidence-based research
to encourage best practices and high standards in the field of homelessness prevention and
intervention and we wish to share our insights with you today.

As our name implies, our primary focus is ending homelessness, not simply making it easier
to live with. We take this idea very seriously. There is nothing inevitable about
homelessness among veterans in the United States. We know more about veteran
homelessness and how to address it than we ever have before, thanks in part to extensive
research. We know a great deal about the pathways into homelessness, the characteristics of
veterans who experience homelessness and the interventions and program models which are
effective in offering reconnection to community, and stable housing.

This testimony will summarize the research available on homelessness among veterans and
on the housing needs of the lowest income veterans, as well as on the most promising
strategies for solving this problem.

Homelessness Among Veterans

Far too many veterans are homeless in America. The Department of Veterans Affairs asks
local communities to estimate the number of homeless veterans in each locality. Their most
recent count indicated more than 150,000 veterans homeless at a given time in early 2007.
All the details from the 2007 count are not yet available to the public, but analysis of the
2006 counts allowed the Homelessness Research Institute of the National Alliance to End
Homelessness to issue a report on housing and homelessness among veterans entitled 777/
Mission: Ending Homelessness among Veterans (Homelessness Research Institute, November,
2007).

We began this research by using VA data to examine the extent of homelessness among
veterans. We found that:

¢ On any given night, between one in five and one in four homeless people is a
veteran.

e DMore veterans experience homelessness over the course of the year. We estimate that
336,627 spent some time homeless over the course of 2006.

e Veterans make up a disproportionate share of homeless people. In 2006 they
represented roughly 26 percent of homeless people, but only 11 percent of the
civilian population 18 years and older. This is true despite the fact that veterans are
better educated, more likely to be employed, and have a lower poverty rate than the
general population.



e In 2005 approximately 44,000 to 64,000 veterans were chronically
homeless (i.e., homeless for long periods or repeatedly and with a disability).

Homeless veterans can be found in every state across the country and live in rural, suburban,
and urban communities. Many have lived on the streets for years. Other veterans live on
the edge of homelessness, struggling to pay their rent. Serious health problems and
disabilities are both a cause and an effect of homelessness, and as is true of veterans
generally, the homeless veteran population is aging.

Housing Status of Veterans

What all homeless people have in common is the lack of a place to live — homelessness is at
base a problem of housing availability and affordability. When we first analyzed this data, we
assumed that the disproportionate representation of veterans in the homeless population
must be due to the fact that veterans have housing problems. So we looked at the housing
situation of veterans more generally, examining the American Community Survey data (for
2005 — the most recent data available at the time of the research). In fact, we found that,
when viewed as a group, veterans can typically afford their monthly housing costs.

e Only 4 percent of veterans pay more than 50 percent of their income for
housing (compared to 8 percent of the general population).

e Veterans are more likely than the general population to be homeowners (80
percent of veterans are homeowners versus 69 percent of the general
population).

e Of those with mortgages, about 2.4 percent are paying more than 50
percent of their income toward their monthly payment.

e Nearly half of veteran homeowners (42 percent) have paid off their
mortgages and own their homes free and clear.

e Ten percent of veteran renters pay more than 50 percent of their income
for housing.

But while the average veteran is well housed, there is a subset of veterans who rent housing
and have severe housing cost burdens. Those that are most vulnerable and/or face the
worst crises lose their housing, have no other help available, and become homeless.

e 1In 2005, 467,877 veterans were severely rent burdened and were paying more
than 50 percent of their income for rent.

e Not surprisingly, many of these veterans were poor. More than half (55 percent) of
veterans with severe housing cost burden fell below the poverty level and 43 percent
were receiving foods stamps.

e California, Nevada, Rhode Island and Hawaii were the states with the highest
percentage of veterans with severe housing cost burden. The District of Columbia



had the highest rate, with 6.5 percent of veterans devoting more than 50 percent of
their income to rent.

We examined the characteristics of this group of veterans paying too much for housing and
we found the following.

e Veterans with a disability are more likely to have severe housing cost burden. They
are twice as likely to have a work disability as other veterans (18 percent versus 9
percent). Similarly, they are twice as likely to have a disability that limits their
mobility (20 percent versus 10 percent).

¢ Female veterans are more likely to have housing cost burdens. Although women
are only 7 percent of veterans, they represent 13.5 percent of veterans with housing
cost burdens. And while 13 percent of them have housing cost burdens, only 10
percent of male veterans have such burdens.

e Unmarried veterans are more likely to have cost burdens by a factor of neatly two.
13 percent of veterans who do not have a spouse have severe housing cost burden
versus 7 percent of those who are married.

e Period of service seems to matter. Veterans who left the military between 1980
and 2003 are less likely than earlier veterans to have housing cost burden.
Somewhat surprisingly, older veterans from the Korean War and World War II are
more likely to have housing cost burdens. These are comparisons of rate. By sheer
size, Vietnam War veterans make up the largest group of those with housing cost
burdens.

e In 2005, approximately 89,553 to 467,877 veterans were at risk of
homelessness. The lower estimate is renters with housing cost burden, living below
the poverty level, disabled, living alone, and not in the labor force. The upper
estimate is all renters with housing cost burden.

Communities are working to end homelessness among veterans. Across the country,
thousands of stakeholders—policymakers, advocates, researchers, practitioners, former and
currently homeless people, community leaders, and concerned citizens—have joined
together to create 10-year plans to end homelessness. While most plans are geared toward
ending homelessness among a// people, including homeless veterans, about 20% of the plans
have strategies specifically targeted to this group. These strategies include more aggressive
outreach targeted to veterans, greater coordination between local VA and homeless service
agencies, targeted rental subsidies for veterans who are chronically homeless, permanent
supportive housing that is linked to mental health services, and other supports. While some
communities are making progress, challenges remain daunting.



The Current Federal Policy Response

So for nearly half a million veterans, current federal efforts are not creating a situation where
housing is safe and affordable. The primary responses of the federal government to the
housing situation of veterans are or have been the following programs targeted to veterans.

e Homeownership loan guarantees and retrofitting loans (for disabled
veterans) through the GI Bill of Rights. It should be noted that these are
relatively shallow forms of assistance and are not generally adequate to assist
lower income veterans to become homeowners.

e Homeless programs providing temporary housing including shelter and two-
year transitional housing (funded through the Grant and Per Diem Program,
Domiciliary Care for Homeless Veterans Program, Compensated Work
Therapy/Veterans Industries program). These programs do not currently meet
need. For example, Grant and Per Diem only funds 8,000 beds.

e HUD-VASH program providing permanent supportive housing with the
housing subsidy provided via the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) (this is the only HUD program targeted directly to
veterans) and the services provided by the VA. Until last year this program
funded fewer than 1,800 units, far below need. The addition of 10,000 subsidies
in the FY 2008 appropriations act is a large and crucially important step forward.

In addition, veterans are eligible for assistance through programs not targeted to them
specifically. Many veterans are served by the homeless assistance programs, for example.
However, these resources are inadequate to meet the need. A recent analysis of HUD data
(Homselessness Counts, National Alliance to End Homelessness, January 2007) found that of the
744,313 people who were homeless in January 2005, an estimated 44 percent were
unsheltered. Similarly, mainstream housing subsidy programs at HUD, such as the public
housing and Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher programs, serve veterans. They are, as the
subcommittees are well aware, extremely over-subscribed and meet only a fraction of the
need.

The GI Bill homeownership and loan programs are available to all who qualify for them. Of
the remaining temporary and permanent housing programs, none is funded adequately to
meet the housing needs of all low income or homeless veterans. Further, if a veteran is not
able or willing to become a homeowner, or is not homeless, there is no federal
housing assistance targeted specifically to him or her.

Needed Federal Policy Response

Of all the population groups impacted disproportionately by homelessness, veterans are the
one where the federal government has taken direct responsibility for the well-being of the
entire group, as it should be. The federal government, through the VA, is in a position to set
an example for how to safeguard a vulnerable population from homelessness. At present,
however, this is not being accomplished, despite the programmatic initiatives above, and
despite the fact that sufficient understanding exists regarding the nature of homelessness and



the programmatic and policy responses needed to end it. The rest of this testimony
describes what is needed in order to complete this response, and to reach a point where
homelessness among veterans is not only said to be intolerable, but is in fact not tolerated.

We know from research on homelessness that housing subsidy solves the housing problem
(and ends homelessness) for the majority of people, notwithstanding that they may have
service needs. For veterans who are disabled or disabled and eldetly, another part of the
solution is services designed to ensure housing stability. Housing affordability and
housing/services linkages can be addressed either piecemeal through a vatiety of VA and
HUD programs, or in a more comprehensive way by ensuring veterans a housing benefit of
some type.

The National Alliance to End Homelessness proposes the following steps that the federal
government could take to end the housing and homelessness crisis among veterans.

A mission of ending homelessness among veterans. In order to truly end homelessness
among veterans and prevent its reoccurrence, there must be people working in each
community who regard it as their mission to find every veteran who is homeless or about to
become homeless, and to do whatever is necessary immediately to find housing for that
individual or family. This sense of urgency, of immediate top-priority crisis response, is
lacking. The policy responses discussed below will only have the desired effect if they are
implemented locally with that sense, with a clear designation of responsibility. The VA is
well positioned to take on this responsibility, should it be cleatly allocated by Congress.

Rapid re-housing of homeless veterans. Procedures should be established within the
VA to ensure its ability to rapidly re-house veterans who have become homeless or are
experiencing a housing crisis that could lead to homelessness. For many homeless veterans,
a rapid re-housing approach will be all that is needed. Others may need interim housing to
address treatment or other needs, but re-housing assistance should be available at discharge
from these temporary housing programs. VA should be funded to go to scale with these
approaches.

Rapid re-housing. VA caseworkers need to have control over flexible resources to
intervene when veterans are on the verge of homelessness or when they are already
homeless and do not need intensive treatment or other services. Payment of back
rent, help with employment and benefits to improve incomes, mediation with
property owners or roommates, or assistance with searching for new living options
are among the services that need to be available. Outreach to veterans needs to take
place to ensure that they know about available resources. This model is increasingly

used by homeless service providers, with strong results obtained at costs of around
$2,000 (one-time) per household.

Temporary housing/ services and re-housing. Fot veterans whose disabilities are not so
severe that they need permanent supportive housing, but who do need a stable living
situation combined with supportive services for a period of time up to two years,
transitional housing is a successful model. It is especially effective for homeless
veterans who are working to overcome addiction. The Homeless Grant and Per
Diem program provides VA funds to nonprofits to run transitional housing for



homeless veterans. The program has achieved positive results. It is not, however,
funded at a level sufficient to meet the need, as demonstrated in a recent GAO
study. Congtress should increase funding to $200 million for FY 2009.

Recommendation: Ensure that VA has the resources to rapidly re-house
veterans who are at risk of homelessness or actually homeless, either
immediately or after transition, by providing them with adequate resources to
meet this need. Increase funding for the Homeless Grant and Per Diem
program to meet the need.

Assess housing status at discharge and thereafter, and respond if there is a problem.
Our analysis shows that a high number of veterans are at risk of homelessness. As part of
the process of exiting the military, addressing housing status will help to smooth the
transition to stable housing, and prevent homelessness.

Everyone leaving active duty should be assessed as to their housing status, including their
risk of homelessness. All should receive basic information about housing and the resources
available through the VA. The VA, in turn, should have housing relocation assistance
available, including housing locator services and flexible financial resources (see rapid re-
housing above). For those veterans who have characteristics associated with risk of
homelessness (disability, previous homelessness experience, lack of discharge address, lack of
income, etc.), more extensive discharge planning should be provided, including the ability to
link veterans to housing subsidy programs, procure placements in supportive housing,
and/or link to local VA offices with the capacity to ensure follow-up support for stable
housing.

This needs to be repeated when low-income veterans seek medical or other services from
the VA. In addition, the VA should continue and expand efforts to publicize these
resources in communities, so that wherever a veteran experiencing a housing crisis may
appeat, he or she will be directed to homelessness prevention programs at the VA.

Recommendation: All veterans exiting service and at key point thereafter should
be assessed as to their housing status, and the VA should have well-publicized
resources to assist veterans to access housing.

Permanent supportive housing. For disabled low income veterans who require on-going
services in order to stay stably housed, permanent supportive housing is a proven solution.
This strategy combines affordability with decent housing and services designed to ensure
stability. There are many models of permanent supportive housing, both scattered-site and
single-site. Some focus only on veterans; others mix veteran and non-veteran populations.
Veterans should be able to choose among different models.

Permanent supportive housing can provide a housing solution for disabled veterans
regardless of income. However, its success in ending homelessness for people (including
veterans) who have been chronically homeless has been particularly well documented. Our
report estimates that there were 44,000 to 66,000 chronically homeless veterans in 2005.
Research indicates that they could be cost effectively served with permanent supportive
housing, and that the investment in such housing would be offset by reduced medical and



treatment costs. Supportive housing for homeless and low income veterans requires funding
for operating costs, services, and capital costs.

Operating costs. The existing HUD-VA Supportive Housing program (HUD-VASH)
provides rent vouchers from HUD for homeless veterans, combined with treatment,
case management and supportive services from the VA. This program has
demonstrated housing stability for veterans with the most severe disabilities. The FY
2008 T-HUD appropriation bill provided $75 million for this purpose, enough to
house approximately 10,000 veterans. The President’s budget for FY 2009 called for
an additional $75 million next year. HUD-VASH is an ideal vehicle for funding
operating costs, either in dedicated buildings or in scattered-site approaches renting
from private landlords. A continued commitment to increasing funding will have a
substantial impact on homelessness among veterans with severe disabilities.

Services. ' The HUD-VASH program requires that the VA have resources available to
provide the case management, treatment and support services that are a key part of

this intervention. Funded through VA Health Care, an amount approximately equal
to the appropriation from HUD will be necessary.

Additionally, a number of bills over the past two years have sought to authorize the
VA to provide grants to nonprofit community-based organizations to provide
supportive services to veterans with the lowest income who are now in permanent
housing (including those who have been homeless). Finally, the Services for Ending
Long-Term Homelessness Act, S. 593, would provide funding for this purpose for
all homeless people including veterans. VA mainstream and other service resources
will be required to go to scale with this strategy.

Capital costs. 'To the extent that supportive housing for veterans requires the
production of new housing stock or the rehabilitation of existing buildings that are
not fit for habitation, there is a need for an authorized program to provide capital
funds. Programs such as the National Affordable Housing Trust Fund might
provide resources in this regard.

Recommendation: Provide the 44,000 to 66,000 permanent supportive
housing units that are needed to meet the housing needs of chronically
disabled, chronically homeless veterans. Additional permanent supportive
housing units should be provided to meet the needs of disabled veterans
more broadly, including those who are serving in Iraq and Afghanistan at
present. Operating subsidies, services funding and capital are required to
provide these units. Over the next five years, 10,000 units per year could
provide housing for every veteran who has been on the streets for years.

More housing options. It is crucial that federal resources focus on veterans who are
homeless now, and on those who are on the brink of falling into homelessness. At the same
time, this problem requires a commitment that decent housing will be something that all
veterans can count on. Access to permanent housing is consistently the number one service
need identified by those concerned with homeless veteran issues (VA staff, community
providers, local government agencies, public officials, and former and currently homeless



veterans themselves). Further, reports indicate that veterans returning from Iraq and
Afghanistan are seeking help with housing sooner than past cohorts of veterans.

While the strategies above are workable, they are essentially piecemeal in nature; deliver
assistance in some part by setting aside resources in current HUD or VA programs, running
the risk of assisting homeless veterans at the expense of other needy groups; and are subject
to annual appropriations, sometimes from various sources.

Congress could cut to the heart of the problem and provide comprehensive housing
assistance to all veterans who need it, or to some subset of veterans such as those with
disabilities. Such assistance could be provided through the VA or through HUD. It could
be used for either rental housing or homeownership.

Recommendation: Provide all low income veterans with a means-tested housing
benefit. Alternatively, provide all disabled veterans with a housing benefit.

Conclusion

I am not happy to report that our nation now has some 20 years of experience on the issue
of homeless veterans. We know that while some veterans become homeless immediately
after discharge, for many more their difficulties may take years to emerge. We know that
post-traumatic stress disorder, traumatic brain injuries and other factors of war may make
them vulnerable to increasing poverty and housing problems. And we know that housing
and supportive housing are a solution to these problems.

Tens of thousands of veterans will be returning from Iraq and Afghanistan. As we would
expect, they have not yet begun to become homeless in large numbers, probably due to the
delayed impact of combat service on homelessness. So while even one homeless veteran is
too many, the VA reports that several hundred veterans from the current conflicts have used
VA homeless services, and that just over 1,800 such veterans are at risk of homelessness.
Hopefully, these numbers will remain small, but we fear that they will not. If we do not take
advantage of all that we have learned about solutions to homelessness, in the future we can
expect to see thousands more veterans on our streets and in our shelters.

We have a tremendous opportunity before us, and one that these subcommittees have begun
to seize. There is unprecedented public will that we not make the same mistakes with the
veterans of the current conflicts as we did with veterans from the Vietnam era and after, and
that we do whatever is necessary to prevent these veterans being consigned to the streets.
That same public will gives us an opportunity as well to rectify those previous mistakes, and
house veterans who have lived in the street for years. Now is the time to be bold. We can
prevent veterans from becoming homeless. We can house those veterans who are already
homeless. And we can ensure that all veterans, including those with low incomes, have
stable, decent and affordable housing. This is our vital mission.

Thank you for inviting us to testify before you today on this critical issue.



